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THE  EQUALITY  OF  WOMEN: 
A  CATHOLIC  VIEW 


At  bottom,  every  revolution  is  a 
reaction  against  inequalities  which 
disturb  the  social  balance.  If  prin- 
ciple be  the  driving  force,  social  bal- 
ance is  restored.  If,  however,  the 
reaction  be  driven  by  the  impetuosity 
of  individualism,  a  new  dislocation  of 
the  social  order  occurs.  For,  as  surely 
as  the  egoistic  cell  is  a  disease  factor 
in  the  human  body,  so  surely  does  in- 
dividualism provoke  disease  in  the 
body  social. 

We  cannot  fail  to  recognize  the 
feminist  movement  as  one  of  the 
important  revolutions  of  the  past  one 
hundred  years,  nor  can  we  question 
the  fact  that  it  had  deep-seated 
causes  in  manifest  inequalities,  still 
existing  in  many  parts  of  the  world. 

Catholic  women  had  participated, 
in  greater  or  lesser  degree,  in  the 
struggle  which  has  wrought  revo- 
lutionary changes  in  the  position  of 
women  in  the  modern  world.  Catho- 
lic women  are  beneficiaries  of  many 
of  those  changes:  They  enjoy,  with 
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others,  abundant  opportunities  for 
higher  education,  they  exercise  the 
right  of  suffrage,  where  this  right  has 
been  granted  and  benefit  by  the  emol- 
uments of  public  office  and  conse- 
quent opportunity  for  civic  influence. 
For  them,  too,  the  fields  of  occupa- 
tional activity  are,  apparently,  with- 
out horizon. 

It  were  well,  then,  for  the  Catho- 
lic woman  to  pause  and  take  stock  of 
her  new  situation.  What  are  its 
benefits?  What  are  its  responsibili- 
ties ?  What  are  the  dangers  for  social 
balance  in  the  new  feminism?  What 
are  the  principles  which  govern  wo- 
man's place  and  part  in  social  recon- 
struction ? 

To  study  these  questions  represen- 
tatives of  Catholic  women's  organi- 
zations from  twenty-two  countries 
gathered  in  Brussels  last  spring  from 
the  "Study  Days"  of  the  International 
Union  of  Catholic  Women's  Leag- 
ues. Four  theologians  and  four  pro- 
fessional women  contributed  to  a 
synthesis  of  Christian  feminism. 

As  your  reporter  of  the  "Study 
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Days"  it  is  my  privilege  to  answer 
the  question:  What  Do  We  Mean  by 
Equality? 

By  equality  v^e  mean  that  each 
human  person  is  a  distinct  unity  and 
totality — complete  in  himself,  a  body 
and  soul  with  power  to  will  and  to 
love ;  distinct  from  every  other,  hold- 
ing from  the  Creator  the  essential  en- 
dowment of  a  human  person  for  life 
in  time  and  eternity.  This  essential 
endowment  and  destiny  is  the  same 
for  the  human  person  of  the  woman 
and  for  the  human  person  of  the 
man.  For,  as  an  eminent  professor 
of  Nimegue  University  stated:  "No 
Christian  philosopher  has  ever  cast 
a  doubt  upon  the  sublime  value  of 
the  person  of  woman,  all  know  that  in 
a  woman,  in  Mary  the  Blessed  Vir- 
gin Mother,  the  human  person  at- 
tained its  greatest  perfection,  its 
supreme  elevation." 

We  believe,  as  Christians,  that  God 
so  loved  the  world  He  sent  His  Only- 
Begotten  Son  to  be  born  of  a  woman 
for  our  salvation.  The  work  of  Re- 
demption is  for  all.  All  have  an  equal 
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right  and -an  equal  obligation  to  avail 
themselves  of  the  merits  of  Jesus 
Christ  unto  sanctification,  Through 
Jesus  Christ,  all  enjoy  equally  the 
privilege  of  the  "Divine  Adoption": 
men  and  women  are  equally  "chil- 
dren of  God"  and  "members  of 
Christ"  in  the  perpetuation  of  His 
life  upon  earth — ^the  Church. 

All,  we  say,  are  equally  "members 
of  Christ"  in  the  Church,  yet  surely 
all  do  not  fulfill  the  same  office  or 
function. 

In  this  simile  we  touch  a  vital 
point  in  the  alignments  of  feminism. 
It  indicates  differences  in  an  organic 
structure  composed  of  human  per- 
sons for  whom  we  claim  a  funda- 
mental and  essential  equality.  Are 
differences  compatible  with  equality? 

Christian  feminism  finds  no  con- 
tradiction between  "the  nature  of  the 
human  person  in  general  and  specific 
differences,  qualities  and  characteris- 
tic elements."  We  affirm  that  these 
essential  differences,  psychological  as 
well  as  physiological,  existing  be- 
tween women  and  men  complement 
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their  equality  as  human  persons  and 
constitute  their  equality  of  value  as 
social  beings.  For  the  human  person 
was  not  created  to  live  egoistically  in 
the  poverty  of  isolation.  Man  and 
woman  God  created  them  to  begin, 
perpetuate  and  perfect  a  human 
social  order. 

If  we  apply  the  simile,  used  by  St. 
Paul  to  describe  the  Church,  to  this 
social  order  or  social  body,  we  see 
that  the  "members"  or  component 
parts  of  a  living  organism  are  ex- 
tremely different  in  size,  form  and 
function,  yet  each  is,  in  a  very  real 
sense,  equally  necessary  to  perfect 
the  whole.  Truly,  **the  whole  body  is 
compacted  and  fitly  joined  together 
by  what  every  joint  supplieth.'' 

What  is  the  woman's  place  in  the 
family  unit,  the  primary  cell  of  the 
social  organism?  Must  Christian 
feminism  admit  and  accept  inequality 
here? 

The  Church  terms  the  husband  the 
*'head''  of  the  wife  and  recognizes  an 
''order''  in  the  family.  Order  is 
necessary  to  the  harmony  of  every 
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group  and  St.  Augustine  calls  the 
family  order  an  "order  of  love.''  St. 
Paul's  comparison  bears  out  this 
thought.  He  likens  the  relation  of 
husband  to  wife  to  that  of  Christ  to 
the  Church  and,  in  his  Encyclical  on 
Christian  Marriage,  our  Holy  Father 
fully  defines  the  relationship.  It,  he 
says,  "does  not  deny  or  take  away  the 
liberty  which  fully  belongs  to  the 
woman  both  in  view  of  her  dignity  as 
a  human  person  and  in  view  of  her 
most  noble  office  as  wife  and  mother 
and  companion.  .  .  it  forbids  that  in 
this  body  which  is  the  family,  the 
heart  be  separated  from  the  head  to 
the  detriment  of  the  whole  body.  .  . 
For,  if  the  man  is  the  head,  the  wo- 
man is  the  heart  and  as  he  occupies 
the  chief  place  in  ruling,  so  she  rnay 
and  ought  to  claim  for  herself  the 
chief  place  in  love."  Moreover,  "if 
the  husband  neglects  his  duty,  it  falls 
to  the  wife  to  take  his  place  in  di- 
recting the  family." 

Hence  Christian  feminism  neither 
admits  nor  accepts  an  inequality  in 
marriage  which  is  an  association  of 
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equals  who  by  ''free  act  of  the  will'' 
engage  themselves,  each  to  the  other, 
as  co-founders  of  a  family.  By  their 
free  act,  both  are  bound  equally  to 
permanent  mutual  and  common  joys 
and  sacrifices. 

Those  who  find  inequality  in  the 
fact  that  family  life  may  prove  an 
obstacle  to  a  professional  career  for 
the  woman,  overlook  the  fact  that 
family  life  is  a  free  undertaking  and 
that  the  magnitude  of  the  woman's 
part  in  the  foundation  of  a  home 
renders  it  far  superior  to  any  other 
profession.  Hers  is  the  mission  of 
continuing  the  work  of  creation  by 
transmitting  life  to  others.  Once 
chosen,  it  is  a  career  of  such  trans- 
cending importance  it  may  not  be 
laid  down  at  the  dictates  of  caprice. 

The  Church  offers  to  the  Christian 
woman,  the  Mother  of  Christ  as 
mother  and  model.  With  the  Church, 
Christian  feminism  exalts  mother- 
hood and  its  superior  sacrifices.  If 
this  be  inequality,  it  brings  rich 
compensation  in  the  love  of  mother 
and  child. 
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Eye  to  eye  with  the  Church,  Chris- 
tian feminism  does  not  see  in  mater- 
nity the  purely  physical,  nor  does  it 
*'limit  woman's  difference  to  the  sex- 
ual function."  To  do  so,  in  the  words 
of  a  theologian  at  Brussels,  ''is  to  sav- 
or of  Freudism."  Woman's  special  ap- 
titudes and  attitudes  must  be  con- 
sidered on  a  large  plane.  .  .  if  we 
would  arrive  at  just  and  sane  con- 
clusions regarding  her  position  in  the 
world." 

We  may  admit,  however,  that 
many  special  feminine  aptitudes  de- 
rive from  the  potential  maternal  in- 
stinct latent  in  all  women.  It  gives  a 
special  quality  to  their  invaluable 
contribution  as  teachers,  nurses,  so- 
cial workers.  It  influences  their 
specialization  in  other  professions. 
As  students  they  are  more  apt  for 
concrete  and  practical  studies  than 
for  the  abstract:  they  are  chiefly 
concerned  to  make  learning  contrib- 
ute to  life.  Woman's  protective  atti- 
tude leads  her  to  defend  a  question 
rather  than  to  expose  it  impartially. 
Her    sixth    sense— intuition — often 
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shoots  straight  to  the  mark,  impa- 
tient of  the  detailed  analysis  and 
argument  of  her  masculine  collabora- 
tor yet  she  excels  in  laboratory  work 
requiring  infinite  patience.  She  has 
the  courage  of  endurance  rather  than 
of  daring,  although  she,  too,  may 
laugh  at  fear  and  dare  adventure. 
But  who  will  deny  the  world's  need  of 
endurance  or  deny  to  it  equality  of 
value  with  more  conspicuous  cour- 
age. Or  who  can  fail  to  sense  equal- 
ity of  value  in  feminine  beauty,  grace 
and  charm,  woman's  keener  spiritual 
perceptions  and  deeper,  readier  sym- 
pathy for  the  preservation  of  social 
balance  in  a  too  materialistic  world. 

To  believe  that  such  psychological 
differences,  found  in  women,  are 
God-given  not  custom-made ;  to  claim 
consequently  for  them  an  equality  of 
value  for  the  well-being  of  the  social 
organism,  is  not  to  limit  or  curtail 
women's  aspirations  or  achievements. 
It  is  to  affirm  that  to  deny  or  efface 
these  -psychological  differences  is 
anti-social  for  woman's  richest  social 
contribution  and  her  personal  per- 
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fection  will  be  found  in  those  values 
which  are  peculiarly  hers.  We  may 
not  ignore,  however,  a  feminism 
which  is  more  concerned  with  indi- 
vidual rights  than  with  social  val- 
ues; that  holds  all  differences  other 
than  the  undeniable  physiological 
ones  to  be  man-made  discriminations. 
For  its  exponents  equality  means  that 
women  shall  hold  the  same  position, 
do  the  same  work,  enjoy  legal  pro- 
tection only  as  far  as  may  be  neces- 
sary for  the  function  of  maternity. 
In  its  ultimate  expressions,  it  is  des- 
tructive of  the  family  as  a  social  unit, 
favors  free  love,  facilitates  divorce, 
exaggerates  the  physical  in  mother- 
hood, belittles  its  spiritual  value  and 
office  or  makes  it  a  public  service  to 
bear  children  for  the  State  to  edu- 
cate and  control.  Consciously  or,  in 
some  cases,  unconsciously  they  are 
driven  by  the  impetuosity  of  individ- 
ualism to  foster  antagonisms  and 
create  new  dislocations  of  the  social 
order,  in  the  name  of  equality.  Their 
notion  of  equality  is  poles  apart  from 
ours. 
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What  we,  as  Catholic  women  mean 
by  equality  places  upon  us  grave 
social  obligations  to  promote  a  "har- 
monious social  order  based  on  justice 
and  charity." 

Since  we  rest  our  claim  of  equality 
upon  the  intrinsic  God-given  dignity 
and  value  of  the  human  person,  we 
must  be  the  first  to  grant  to  every 
human  person  without  regard  to  the 
accidents  of  sex  or  a  race  or  birth  or 
position  that  same  equality  we  claim 
for  ourselves  and  we  must  be  leaders 
in  restoring  world  order  and  a  social 
balance  based  on  this  principle  so 
fundamental  in  all  human  relations. 
Its  denial  or  neglect  is  the  ferment 
of  discord  and  disorder.  All  right 
minded  persons  recognize  it.  Our 
Declaration  of  Independence  is 
rooted  in  it  since  it  declares  that  "all 
men  are  created  free  and  equal  and 
endowed  by  the  Creator  with  the 
right  to  life,  liberty,  and  the  pursuit 
of  happiness."  From  this  principle 
flows  "equality  of  right  to  all  those 
goods  which  the  hiuman  person  may 
enjoy  by  virtue  of  the  law  of  nature 
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and  the  law  of  man — life,  physical, 
mental,  spiritual,  with  all  that  is  im- 
plied of  opportunity  for  physical  sub- 
sistence, for  mental  and  spiritual  cul- 
ture and  expression."  It  is  the  foun- 
dation stone  of  social  justice.  And 
social  justice  is  the  fulfillment  of 
Christ's  "new  commandment"  that 
''we  love  our  neighbors  as  ourselves." 

Higher  education,  the  suffrage,  the 
tenure  of  public  office,  the  almost 
illimitable  fields  of  activity  in  which 
women  find  themselves  today  extend 
their  opportunity  for  influence  and 
increase  their  obligation  to  use  it  for 
the  common  good.  This  entails  study 
of  situations,  conditions,  of  Christian 
principles.  It  means  work  and  it  re- 
quires courage.  For  what  we  mean 
by  equality  makes  equality  of  obli- 
gation a  necessary  consequence  of 
equality  of  opportunity. 

What  we  mean  by  equality  of  value 
is  the  differences  which  provide  for 
the  varying  functions  of  the  social 
body.  We  believe  that  there  is  no 
more  destructive  thought  for  social 
unity  than  that  which  associates  in- 
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feriority  or  superiority  with  differ- 
ences of  sex  or  education  or  occupa- 
tion and  no  more  constructive  study 
for  reconstruction  of  the  social  order 
than  that  of  the  varieties  of  organic 
life,  from  which  we  learn  the  essen- 
tial equality  of  value  in  differences 
without  which  life — action — ^would 
cease. 

In  stressing  this  point  Christian 
feminism  offers  to  the  Catholic 
woman  a  great  part  to  play  in  giving 
to  human  society  a  feminine  contri- 
bution, unswervingly  conscious  of  its 
exceeding  value.  The  race  to  be,  in 
all  things  possible,  like  a  man  is  an 
admission  of  inferiority  and  an  in- 
jury to  society.  Perhaps  if  women 
''dared  to  be  different,''  they  might 
initiate  a  new  evaluation  of  the  more 
accidental  differences  to  be  found  in 
the  life  of  the  social  body.  At  all 
events  they  will  be  themselves  and 
whatever  they  may  do  and  wherever 
they  may  be,  they  will  enrich  the 
world  with  the  maternal  capacity  for 
understanding  and  tenderness  with 
which  the  Creator  endowed  them. 
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What  we  mean  by  equality  would 
create  in  every  home  "an  order  of 
love''  where  "Head"  and  "Heart" 
would  each  play  its  part  in  unity  and 
unison.  What  we  mean  by  equality 
obliges  every  Catholic  woman  to 
exalt  motherhood  and  claim  the  full 
dignity  of  a  human  person  in  "the 
most  noble  office  of  wife,  mother,  and 
companion,"  if  she  elects  marriage 
as  her  life-work.  It  obliges  her,  too, 
to  claim  it  for  those  who  are  forced 
by  economic  necessity,  against  their 
desires,  to  labor  outside  the  home, 
to  support  agitation  and  legislation 
for  a  family  wage  and  to  educate 
public  opinion  to  a  high  valuation  of 
the  personal  dignity  and  the  dignity 
of  office  of  every  wife  and  mother. 

If  we  mean  by  equality,  not  simi- 
larity but  an  equality  of  value  for  the 
perpetuation  and  preservation  of 
social  order  and  social  balance,  the 
Catholic  women  of  the  world  will 
stand  shoulder  to  shoulder,  an  invin- 
cible army  of  defense  and  offence  and 
say  to  the  wreckers  of  the  Christian 
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family  and  the  Christian  home :  "You 
shall  not  pass." 

This  is  no  easy  task.  But  it  is  one 
eminently  worthy  of  Christian  fem- 
inism. For  it  may  well  engage  the 
thought  and  talent  of  every  Catholic 
woman,  married  and  unmarried,  at 

!  leisure  or  employed,  teacher,  social 
worker,  nurse,  doctor,  lawyer,  legis- 

!  lator,  etc. 

In  all  these  fields  the  Catholic 

^  woman  may  be  found.  The  Catholic 

:  Church  places  no  restraining  hand 
upon  woman's  aspirations  or  achieve- 
ments. She  bids  them  go  forward  in 
God's  name  but  she  asks  that  they 
be  true  to  their  God-given  aptitudes 
and  attitudes:  to  walk  worthy  of  the 
Mother  of  Christ  and  their  Mother, 
and  those  great  women  who  through 
the  Christian  ages  have  sacrificed  in- 
dividualism for  the  salvation  of  the 
world. 

This  is  the  standard  of  equality 
held  out  to  us  as  Catholic  women. 
Dare  we  say,  in  all  humanity  and 
hope:  This  is  what  ive  mean  by 
equality. 
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